
MARYLAND
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A task force that could chart the future 
governance of the Baltimore-area’s water 
and sewer system is likely to convene in the 
coming months, following approval by the 
General Assembly.

Gov. Wes Moore plans to sign the bill 
creating the task force, a spokesman said.

The bill moved virtually unchanged 
through the legislature, though not with-
out criticism. Labor unions and ratepayer 
advocacy groups joined together to ask for 
a package of amendments that would have 
guaranteed them seats on the task force, set 
requirements for public participation, and 
mandated study of the economic and racial 
equity impacts of changes in water system 
governance.

Those amendments were never taken up.
Sen. Mary Washington, a Democrat who 

represents Baltimore City and County, added 
an amendment stating their intention for the 
water system to remain a public asset, amid 
concerns that the task force could recom-
mend it be privatized.

It was approved by her committee and 
on the Senate floor, but she later withdrew 
it after an April 3 letter to legislators from 
Baltimore Mayor Brandon Scott and Balti-
more County Executive Johnny Olszewski 
Jr., who affirmed that they don’t intend for 
the system to be privatized. They added that 
they understand the importance of includ-
ing labor unions and low-income water 
customers, but said they didn’t want to see 
“any further amendment” to the bill.

Washington said she felt that the letter 
clarified the legislature’s intent without the 
need for amending the bill. She said she also 
convened a meeting between the advocates 
and politicians to discuss the matter.

“The letter is a first step toward assuring 
that both the advocates, as well as labor and 
other stakeholders, have evidence of the 
intent,” Washington said.

Mary Grant, the Public Water for All 
campaign director at Food and Water 
Watch, said that the groups that proposed 
the amendments faced an uphill battle: The 
task force had been “tightly negotiated” 
between the city and county before the bill 
was introduced in the legislature.

There seemed to be concern that tacking 
on amendments would muck that agree-
ment up, Grant said.

Scott will name five members to the task 
force, Olszewski three and Moore two. The 
Senate president and House speaker will 
each nominate a member of their cham-
bers, and Howard County Executive Calvin 
Ball (in his capacity as chair of the Balti-
more Metropolitan Council) will name one 
person to represent his county, Anne Arun-
del, Carroll and Harford. All the nominators 
are Democrats.

Task force members won’t be paid, though 

they can be reimbursed for travel, and there 
will be staff members allocated to help the 
group.

“Our philosophy was not putting our 
thumb on the scale in terms of either 
membership or conclusions,” Olszewski said 
in an interview during the legislative session. 
“We wanted to make sure that we could have 
a diverse, thoughtful group of individuals 
on the group to be flexible, and then move 
thoroughly but quickly to recommending 
the best path forward for the region.”

Olszewski said there will be “ample 
opportunity” for advocates without a voice 
on the task force to provide input. But they 
will not be able to vote on the task force’s 
recommendation to the legislature.

Regardless, some advocates said the reluc-
tance to accept changes to the bill doesn’t 
inspire confidence.

“What we’ve seen is that when regional-
ization goes wrong, it’s because the public is 
cut out,” Grant said.

Her group and others have cited Detroit 
as an illustrative example. That city’s water 
system was sold to a regional water author-
ity amid historic bankruptcy proceedings, 
drawing ire from resident groups concerned 
that majority-Black Detroit had its assets 
taken by majority-white surrounding 
suburbs, perhaps for an unfair price.

There also is the worry that the Baltimore 
task force, which is required to produce a 
recommendation for the water system’s 
future for the legislature by the end of Janu-
ary, will be rushed.

Senate President Bill Ferguson, who 
supported the bill upon its introduction, said 
there’s a sense of urgency to figure out why 
Baltimore struggles to maintain its infra-
structure, including its wastewater treat-

ment plants, using the task force.
“This is something that we can’t afford to 

wait on for many reasons, and the challenges 
are not obvious,” he said. “Someone said it’s 
about a lack of certified operators. Is it reten-
tion? Recruitment? Is it the physical plant 
itself? Is it the infrastructure? So there are a 
lot of core questions and we don’t have time 
to wait.”

If the work group were to face delays in 
making its recommendation, the legislature 
could modify the law to give it more time, 
he added.

The bill arose in the wake of recent 
high-profile incidents with Baltimore’s 
water and wastewater infrastructure: a 
wastewater treatment plant deemed on the 
brink of collapse; E coli contamination in 
West Baltimore water pipes.

But the bill also was the culmination of 
years of discussions between the city and 
the county about operations challenges. 
Problems with customer billing and aging 
infrastructure were frequent points of 
contention.

The city owns and operates most of the 
infrastructure that serves its own residents 
and those of the now much larger county. 
Other surrounding counties, such as Anne 
Arundel and Howard, use the city system, 
but to a lesser extent.

In 2021, a study jointly commissioned by 
Baltimore City and County recommended 
increased cooperation on water and sewer, 
and suggested possible models to follow, 
including regional water authorities, that 
would give the other counties a seat at 
the table when it comes to the network of 
reservoirs, treatment plants and pumping 
stations currently owned and operated by 
the city.

Baltimore water task force clears last hurdle

By Abigail Gruskin

Just how deep is Baltimore Mayor 
Brandon Scott’s affinity for AFRAM, the
music festival that celebrates African
American culture?

“I think it’s no secret that AFRAM is 
my favorite event in Baltimore,” he said
Tuesday morning, when he announced
the lineup for this year’s 46th annual
AFRAM Festival, slated to bring talent
and local vendors to
Druid Hill Park this
summer.

On June 17, Ty Dolla
$ign, Eric Bellinger, 
Spinderella, Ambré and 
Zo! & Tall Black Guy
will take to the stage,
followed on June 18 by 
The Isley Brothers, Kid
Capri, Tamar Braxton, 
Eric Roberson and Tim Bowman Jr.

“This is an outstanding lineup,” Scott
said of the entertainment slated for the 
event, which typically draws thousands 
of visitors. He called AFRAM the East
Coast’s “largest celebration of African 
American history and culture.”

Last year’s festival was the first fully
in-person AFRAM to be held since the 
start of the coronavirus pandemic.

“This festival is always an opportunity 
to showcase Black excellence in fash-
ion, art, business, culture and of course,
music,” the Democratic mayor said. 
“There is never a better time to cele-
brate that than Juneteenth weekend and 
there’s never a better event to celebrate 
that than Baltimore’s AFRAM.”

The festival also clues people from
other parts of the country into the city’s
charm, according to City Council Presi-
dent Nick Mosby.

“We know how amazing our city
is, despite some of the negativity that 
happens in our communities, despite
some of the headlines,” Mosby said on 
Tuesday.

This year marks the 34th anniversary 
of Baltimore club music, a genre that will
be honored June 17 with the first annual
“Baltimore Club Music Day,” said Shawn 
Caesar, the vice president of marketing
for DTLR, an entertainment and lifestyle 
retailer.

AFRAM is accepting vendor, volunteer
and local talent applications at AFRAM-
baltimore.com.

AFRAM 
headliners 
announced

By Darcy Costello

Keko Thompson was trying to cope
with his cousin’s killing last September
when he was approached by Youth Advo-
cate Programs with an offer for services 
or connections — a “second chance to get 
myself together,” as Thompson put it.

He accepted.
Since that outreach Thompson has

earned a forklift certification and held a job 
at a warehouse for six months, his longest 
continuous employment. And he’s been 
paired with a life coach, Mark Ross, whom 
he speaks with daily.

“They say God will take something from
you and give you something in replace-
ment,” Thompson said. “I know that YAP
was the thing that He gave me, the second
chance.”

Thompson, 36, is one of the dozens of
people at high risk of being victims or 
perpetrators of violence to be connected 
to services through Baltimore’s Group
Violence Reduction Strategy, with the assis-
tance of community-based organizations 
Youth Advocate Programs and Roca. 

The strategy combines the “positive and
punitive,” leaders said, by offering partici-
pants the choice to take advantage of oppor-
tunities or risk consequences, including law 
enforcement involvement.

City officials say a pilot in the Western
District showed promise, reducing homi-
cides and nonfatal shootings, and are work-
ing to expand it citywide by the end of 2024. 
Already, it has expanded to the Southwest 
District and will be implemented in the 
Central District by the end of June, accord-
ing to the Mayor’s Office for Neighborhood 
Safety and Engagement.

Law enforcement actions connected to 
the strategy have been touted by police and
prosecutors. A news conference Wednesday
sought, meanwhile, to highlight the services 
participants receive — which MONSE
director Shantay Jackson called the “back-
bone” of the initiative.

“Baltimoreans are willing to step away
from the life when given the opportunity,” 
Jackson said. “And we will continue to offer
the opportunity.”

Thompson, the YAP participant, said the

program had “stood on” everything leaders
said it had to offer. It led Thompson to make
sure he did the same by doing everything he 
said he was going to do, he said Wednesday.

“Ever since then — I’m not going to say 
things have been perfect for me — but I have 
given myself a chance, something that I’ve 
never done,” Thompson said.

Ross, Thompson’s life coach, said they
speak or text every day, adding that commu-
nication brings better understanding. He
called Thompson “the model” and said he’s
grateful to be able to witness his “amazing 

journey.”
During the pilot, officials said, 71 of 

81 people contacted through the Group 
Violence Reduction Strategy accepted 
services. Since the start of this year, with 
the expansion to the Southwest District, 11
have been offered and accepted services.

Jackson said 86% of the services partic-
ipants sought were life coaching. Other
options include housing assistance, 
employment and emergency relocation, 
she said.

Having a job has changed Thompson’s

priorities, he said Wednesday. He wants to 
be there and set an example for his four chil-
dren.

He credits YAP, and the city’s group 
violence strategy, for helping him find that
path.

“I don’t want that lifestyle on the streets,”
Thompson said. “I’ve done it mostly all my
life. The outcome is going to be death or jail.

“I’m just grateful and I thank God every 
day for God to allow me to see it while I’m 
at the age of 36 and not waiting until 45, 50 
to learn my lesson.”

Anti-violence strategy offers ‘second chance’
Keko Thompson ‘just grateful’ 
for assistance provided by 
Youth Advocate Programs

Keko Thompson credits Youth Advocate Programs and the city’s Group Violence Reduction Strategy for his “second chance.”  
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Isley Brothers, Ty Dolla 
$ign, Spinderella, Tamar 
Braxton among performers

Baltimore’s Patapsco Wastewater Treatment Plant is part of the city’s water system.  
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Despite concerns, bill to form 
group heads to Moore’s desk

Ty Dolla $ign 
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